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Charlottesville, 2017 
Erev Shabbat 
August 18, 2017 
 
 Like most of you, I stand here before you this Shabbat with many swirling emotions.  I 

am angry, confused, frustrated and on some level a little shaken and fearful.  I still am in 

disbelief that a torchlight parade punctuated by Nazi salutes reminiscent of 1930’s Nuremberg 

took place in a town which is a citadel of learning; and that it took place last Friday night as our 

fellow Jews courageously held Shabbat services in Congregation Beth Israel.  On the other hand, 

I am uplifted by the overwhelming decency of the response of the vast majority of Americans to 

those events and by their outrage at the unwillingness of the President of the United States to 

respond appropriately.  The fact is that as much as one might think that the forces of the Alt-

right feel more empowered this week, it is even more certain that there are more of us than 

ever who now recognize the seriousness of the danger of white nationalism.  To reverse a 

rallying cry of the 2016 Presidential campaign, it is now we who are mobilized to take our 

country back. 

 I have been frustrated most of all, however, by the lack of serious discussion about the 

meaning of all that has taken place over the last week.  The main stream media has focused 

almost exclusively on the utterances and tweets of our president.  Yes, the president was way 

too slow and way too tepid in his response to the hate and violence on display in Charlottesville 

last weekend.  How can it possibly take two days to decide that the KKK and neo-Nazis should 

be condemned as hate groups?  How is it possible that murder by motor vehicle, the same 

action that took place yesterday in Barcelona and previously in Nice, is not called out as 

domestic terrorism by our president, even after it was labeled as such by his attorney general? 
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How can the President of the United States not forthrightly reject a note of gratitude from 

David Duke? But Donald Trump is no dummy and the way he has handled this situation speaks 

volumes for those who are willing to get past the noise and really listen.  Donald Trump 

understands that this isn’t about Nazis, the KKK or even alt-Right white nationalists; it is about 

race, our understanding of who we are and protection of the claim to white privilege in an 

increasingly diverse society.  The president’s response may have been tin-eared with regard to 

the most extreme elements of those on the streets of Charlottesville but it was right on in 

regard a significant number of the people who got him elected and many more.  The people 

who Donald Trump was speaking to last week were not Nazis or members of the KKK. In fact, 

they are not really bigots in the sense of hating African-Americans or Jews. The folks that the 

president was really talking to are simply afraid; afraid of an increasingly diverse America in 

which they and their children can no longer be assured that the racial pecking order that has 

been in place since the end of American slavery will remain intact.  

 Did you wonder why the president focused so much on preserving the statues of 

Confederate heroes this week?  Why he equated Robert E. Lee with George Washington and 

Thomas Jefferson?  He understands something very basic in our society and that is that much of 

what we believe about race in America flows out of a total misunderstanding of the meaning of 

the Civil War.  He understands that a significant number of Americans have bought into a 

revisionist mythology about that war and the moral issues at the center of that conflict.  He 

understands, in a way that we who fancy ourselves progressives do not, that we as a nation 

have never truly confronted the immorality and brutality of slavery.  For if we truly confronted 

the fact that we as a nation captured real live human beings, removed them forcibly from their 
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native land, brutalized them, bought and sold them as cattle and dehumanized them in every 

possible way, then how could we morally bear to hold those who fought to preserve such a 

system as heroes?  The statue in Charlottesville, along with many others throughout the South 

and the North, as well as in our nation’s capital, do not date back to the Civil War or 

Reconstruction.  Instead, they are creatures of the 1910’s and 1920’s, a time when the 

influence of the Klu Klux Klan was at its height and the winds of Fascism were beginning to 

blow. These statues represent a re-making of the Civil War into a conflict to preserve a gentile 

Southern way of life; a romantic lost cause; a principled battle for state’s rights.  That is why 

Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson are seen by so many as figures to be venerated; carved 

into Stone Mountain of Georgia as a mirror image of Mount Rushmore. 

 But that vision of the Confederacy and of the Civil War are simply and horrifically false.  

The Civil War was indeed about state’s rights, that is, the legal right to hold another human 

being in bondage.  It was about preserving an economic system that was built on the 

dehumanization of our fellow human beings as surely as the Nazis dehumanized the Jews of 

Europe.  And most of all, and the reason that so many average Confederate soldiers gave their 

lives, was that our Civil War was fought to preserve a society in which, no matter how 

impoverished one might be, so long as you were white, there would always be somebody that 

you could look down upon and stigmatize; and their preachers, and truthfully most of their 

rabbis, taught that it was God’s will that this be so. 

 What Donald Trump understands is that if we tear down these statues, particularly if the 

statues are removed under the color of law, we are forthrightly rejecting these men and the 

cause that they symbolize. Removal of these statues affirms who these men and their cause 
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really were—traitors in service of an immoral and cruel cause.  And when you do that, you open 

the possibility that the Civil War will be seen for what it actually is—a horrific armed 

insurrection fought by men bent on preserving their own social and economic advantage over 

the American value of human equality and dignity. And then, you might even begin to confront 

the fruits of that war and how we remain affected by the stain of slavery that was at the root of 

that conflict. And that discussion, my friends, would make a lot of people, not just Trump 

supporters, but most all of us, feel really uncomfortable, which is why our president this week 

signaled that good and decent people have no need to go there. 

 How much ink was spilt and bytes consumed attacking the fact that the president 

decried violence on many sides in Charlottesville.  Most of us were concerned that the 

president had appeared to draw a false moral equivalency between forces who were there to 

promote hate and those who were there to oppose it.  But that was not really President 

Trump’s point.  His words about violence were an attempt to make law and order the issue 

rather than the content of the dispute itself. The president was defending those he called the 

decent people, along with the millions of Americans who share their point of view, who had just 

come there to exercise their right of free speech and assembly in opposition to removing the 

statue.  What he was saying that the mythology and white privilege symbolized by the statue in 

Charlottesville and elsewhere was a legitimate part of American history, like George 

Washington and Thomas Jefferson, along with the social structure symbolized by it. 

 It reminded me of when Ronald Reagan went to lay a wreath at a cemetery in Bitburg, 

Germany where soldiers of the SS are buried.  At a White House ceremony before that trip, Ellie 

Weisel dared to lecture Reagan.  Weisel said to Reagan  ''That place, Mr. President, is not your 
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place. Your place is with the victims of the SS.''  If Donald Trump were here tonight, I hope I 

would have the courage to say to him that his place is not with those who want to preserve 

these statues, it is with those who want to dismantle the system of institutionalized racism that 

Robert E. Lee fought so hard to protect. Your place, Mr. President, is not with those who want 

to glorify racism but with those who are victims of it. 

 It is true that we as a Jewish community need to do everything we can to oppose white 

nationalism, particularly its most extreme elements.  When they march in our towns, we need 

to overwhelm them with counter-protests just as was done in Skokie years ago.  They need to 

know that no matter how great their numbers might be, ours are much greater and that we are 

ready to mobilize in defense of liberty.  We need to demand that the murderer of Heather 

Heyer be prosecuted as the domestic terrorist that he is and that the FBI re-double its efforts to 

root out domestic terrorist groups. But Nazis and the KKK are easy targets, that is why so many 

politicians rushed to condemn then when the president was slow to do so. I am totally 

convinced that the vast majority of Americans, including the president, are sickened by neo-

Nazis and the KKK so, really, how much political courage does it take to express opposition to 

white nationalist extremists? But the extremists are not the real or more vexing issue.  For no 

number of rallies, candle light vigils or kumbaya moments is a substitute for a real discussion 

about race in this country, particularly about the harsh reality of American slavery and its 

ongoing poisoning of American society.  The statues of Confederate heroes must come down 

not because they attract white nationalists but because we need to reach a national consensus 

that the cause and the white privilege that they symbolize is immoral and unworthy of our 

people.   
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 In this upcoming month of Elul, this month dedicated to reflection and self-examination, 

let us resolve to extend the mitzvah of teshuvah to our society as well as ourselves.  Let us 

resolve to take concrete steps to not only oppose blatant evil but also to address the underlying 

issues of our history and our own prejudices which contribute to allowing such evil to exist.  For 

only in that way will we fulfill the vision of a real American hero, George Washington, who in his 

letter to the Hebrew Congregation at Newport writes of a United States which “gives bigotry no 

sanction…persecution no assistance.” 

Cain yehe ratzon.      


